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Host cell proteases that cleave the hemagglutinin (HA) of influenza viruses in the human respiratory tract
are still not identified. Here we cloned two human type II transmembrane serine proteases with known airway
localization, TMPRSS2 and HAT, into mammalian expression vector. Cotransfection of mammalian cells with
plasmids encoding HA and either protease resulted in HA cleavage in situ. Transient expression of either
protease in MDCK cells enabled multicycle replication of influenza viruses in these cells in the absence of
exogenous trypsin. These data suggest that TMPRSS2 and HAT are candidates for proteolytic activation of
influenza viruses in vivo.

The ability of the hemagglutinin protein (HA) of influenza
viruses to mediate fusion between viral and endosomal mem-
branes during virus entry into the cell depends on cleavage of
fusion-incompetent precursor HA0 into disulfide-linked sub-
units HA1 and HA2 by a host endoprotease. Cleavage of HA
is essential for infection and determines viral pathogenicity and
tissue tropism (reviewed in references 8, 10, 11, and 22). Thus,
the highly pathogenic avian influenza viruses of subtypes H5
and H7 are cleaved at the multibasic motif R-X-R/K-R by
ubiquitous subtilisin-like cellular proteases (11, 23) and cause
lethal systemic infection in birds. All other influenza A viruses,
including human epidemic and pandemic strains, have a single
arginine at the HA cleavage site; these viruses can only be
cleaved in a limited number of tissues, such as the intestinal
tract in birds and the respiratory tract in birds and mammals
(11, 22).

Early studies demonstrated that influenza viruses with
monobasic cleavage site can be proteolytically activated in cell
culture by the addition of trypsin (12, 13). Less is known about
proteases that cleave influenza viruses under conditions of
natural infection. Several trypsin-like proteases isolated from
rat and swine lung were shown to support replication of influ-
enza viruses in vitro (3, 9, 18, 25). However, it remains unclear
whether these proteases play a role in in vivo infection. In the
case of human influenza, specific proteases responsible for HA
cleavage in the human respiratory tract have not been identi-
fied thus far.

In search of such proteases, we use a new approach. Instead
of isolating and characterizing influenza virus-activating en-
zymes from respiratory tissues, we clone and express genes of
trypsin-like proteases known to be present in the human airway
epithelium and test them for cleavage of HA. We have ana-
lyzed here two such proteases, TMPRSS2 (5, 14, 21) and HAT
(human airway trypsin-like protease) (4, 24, 27, 28), given their
previous detection in the human airways and the availability of

their full-length coding sequences. As the source of human
genetic material for cloning, we used differentiated cultures of
human airway epithelial cells grown at the air-liquid interface
in serum-free, hormone- and growth factor-supplemented me-
dium as previously described (6, 15). These cultures support
multicycle replication of human influenza viruses in the ab-
sence of exogenous proteases (15), indicating the presence of
virus-activating proteases that cleave at the mono-basic cleav-
age site.

To begin, total RNA was extracted from 6-week-old cultures
by using High-Pure RNA isolation kit (Roche). The full-length
coding sequences of the proteases were amplified with spe-
cific primers from total RNA by using OneStep RT-PCR kit
(QIAgen), and the PCR products were cloned into the beta-actin
promoter-driven pCAGGS vector (20). Primers were designed
on the basis of published sequences (GenBank accession num-
bers AB002134 and U75329 for HAT and TMPRSS2, respec-
tively). We confirmed the identity of cloned protease genes by
sequencing. A proteolytically inactive single-point mutant,
TMPRSS2(S441A), was generated by substitution of the ac-
tive-site serine to alanine at position 441 by using site-directed
mutagenesis as described by Afar et al. (1). This mutation was
shown to abolish enzymatic activity of TMPRSS2 without af-
fecting the level of protein expression in transfected cells (1).
The pCAGGS-HA plasmid encoding HA of A/Hong Kong/
1/68 (H3N2) was generated by reverse transcription-PCR using
viral RNA with HA-specific primers and subcloning of the
product into the pCAGGS vector.

To test whether the proteases are able to cleave HA, we
coexpressed HA and either protease in mammalian cells. A549
human lung carcinoma cells grown in six-well plates were co-
transfected by using Lipofectamine 2000 (Invitrogen) with
plasmids encoding HA (pCAGGS-HA) and the protease
(either pCAGGS-TMPRSS2 or pCAGGS-HAT). Two days
after transfection, we separated cell lysates by sodium dodecyl
sulfate-polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis (12% gel) under
reducing conditions. Proteins were transferred to a poly-
vinylidene difluoride membrane (Amersham Life Sciences) by
semidry electroblotting and immunostained by sequential in-
cubations with goat antibodies to A/Aichi/2/68 (H3N2) virus,
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peroxidase-labeled rabbit anti-goat immunoglobulin G anti-
bodies (Dianova), and ECL peroxidase substrate (Pierce). Co-
expression of the hemagglutinin together with either protease
resulted in the cleavage of HA0 into two polypeptides with a
mobility identical to that of HA1 and HA2 in the trypsin-
treated control HA sample (Fig. 1). No cleavage was observed
in cells that were cotransfected with either empty pCAGGS
plasmid or plasmid encoding inactive protease mutant TMPRSS2
(S441A) (Fig. 1, lanes 2 and 5, respectively). HA cleavage by

either protease was not limited to A549 cells but was also ob-
served in transfection experiments with MDCK and 293T cells
(data not shown).

We then tested whether TMPRSS2 and HAT support influ-
enza virus infection in MDCK cells, which lacked an endoge-
nous HA-activating protease as judged by the inability of in-
fluenza viruses with monobasic cleavage site to undergo
multicycle replication in these cells in the absence of trypsin.
We transfected replicate MDCK cultures with plasmids encoding
either active proteases or enzymatically inactive TMPRSS2
(S441A) mutant and infected the cultures with influenza viruses
10 h after transfection. The cultures were fixed 24 h postinfection
and immunostained for the expression of viral nucleoprotein as
described previously (16). In cultures expressing TMPRSS2
(S441A), only single infected cells could be detected (Fig. 2),
confirming that cells transfected with the plasmid encoding inac-
tive protease failed to support proteolytic activation and multi-
cycle replication of virus progeny. In contrast, typical comet-like
foci of virus spread were observed in cultures expressing
TMPRSS2 and HAT. This pattern indicated that these pro-
teases activated influenza virus infectivity, thus allowing mul-
ticycle viral replication. Importantly, either protease was able
to support infection of influenza A viruses with all three hem-
agglutinin subtypes (H1, H2, and H3) associated with human
epidemics and pandemics.

TMPRSS2 and HAT belong to the very few trypsin-like
proteases with currently known expression in the human respi-
ratory tract (5, 14, 24, 28). Both proteases are members of the
family of type II transmembrane serine proteases, membrane-
anchored multidomain proteases, which play complex regula-
tory roles at the plasma membrane and within the extracellular
matrix (7, 19). In particular, TMPRSS2 and HAT were shown
to regulate cellular functions via protease-activated receptor 2,
with TMPRSS2 modulating epithelial sodium channels in hu-
man airways (5, 26) and HAT stimulating the proliferation of
human bronchial fibroblasts (17). HAT was also demonstrated

FIG. 1. Cleavage of influenza virus HA by coexpression with
TMPRSS2 (left panel) and HAT (right panel). A549 cells were co-
transfected with pCAGGS-HA (lanes 2 to 5) and empty pCAGGS
vector (lanes 2 and 3), pCAGGS-TMPRSS2 or pCAGGS-HAT (lane
4), and pCAGGS-TMPRSS2(S441A) (lane 5, left panel). Mock trans-
fections were done with empty pCAGGS plasmid (lane 1). We ana-
lyzed cell lysates prepared 48 h after transfection by sodium dodecyl
sulfate-polyacrylamide gel electrophoresis and immunoblotting as de-
scribed in the text. For a positive control of HA cleavage, transfected
cells were incubated with 10 �g of TPCK (tolylsulfonyl phenylalanyl
chloromethyl ketone)-trypsin (Sigma)/ml for 20 min at 37°C prior to
lysis (lane 3).

FIG. 2. Multicycle viral replication in MDCK cells transfected with TMPRSS2 (left column), HAT (middle column), or proteolytically inactive
protease mutant TMPRSS2(S441A) (right column). Ten hours after transfection with protease-encoding plasmids, the cultures were infected with
influenza viruses A/Memphis/14/96 (H1N1) (top row), A/Mallard/Alberta/205/98 (H2N9) (middle row), and A/Texas/6/96 (H3N2) (bottom row)
at a multiplicity of infection of 0.01. We incubated infected cultures for 24 h and immunostained them for viral nucleoprotein as described
previously (16).
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to increase the expression of mucin genes in airway epithelial
cells (4).

Proteolytic activation of influenza viruses with monobasic
HA cleavage site has long been believed to be a paracrine
process mediated by secreted extracellular protease(s) (9–11,
22). However, a recent study in cultures derived from human
adenoids demonstrated that the cleavage of influenza viruses
in these airway-epithelial-like cultures is a cell-associated pro-
cess taking place inside or on the surface of the cells in which
the virus replicates (29). Another study revealed that activation
of the WSN virus occurs in MDBK cells at the stage of virus
entry, presumably by an endosomal protease (2). Interestingly,
membrane-associated and soluble forms of TMPRSS2 and
HAT have been detected (1, 27, 28). So, in principle either
protease could account for all different modes of cleavage
described above.

Given the ability of TMPRSS2 and HAT to activate different
influenza viruses in vitro, the expression of these proteases in
human airway epithelium, and their existence in both cell-
surface-associated and secreted forms, we conclude that
TMPRSS2 and HAT are plausible candidates for proteolytic
activation of influenza viruses in humans. Since TMPRSS2 and
HAT may not be the only virus-activating enzymes in the
human respiratory tract, systematic screening for other pro-
teases using the approach described here will have to be done
in future studies.
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